The current English language education in Malaysia has integrated the Higher-Order Thinking Skills (HOTS) as part of its testing and evaluation system, which aims to enhance students' cognitive skills and abilities in learning. Having a higher-order thinking ability at the earliest stage of formal education (primary and elementary levels) is essential in order to meet the growing demand for highly intelligent and professional workers in the future. The present study aims to identify the use of HOTS items in selected English reading comprehension examinations for Standard 6 students in Malaysia. 80 reading comprehension items were selected from various final examination papers distributed in eight different states in the country. Data were quantitatively analysed using content analysis based on the levels of cognitive listed in Bloom's Taxonomy. Apart from that, the data were also analysed based on a series of professional evaluations made by four content experts in the country. The findings indicate that most reading comprehension questions in the English examination papers need further revisions in order to achieve the standard of HOTS that have become part of the new curriculum and national education policy. Based on the findings, some practical suggestions have also been developed to further enhance the use of HOTS in English teaching and learning practices in Malaysia.
Introduction
The Ministry of Education is implementing a new education system that is capable of producing future Malaysians who are competitive, highly intelligent and independent. In order to compete with others countries, Malaysian education system must shape and produce future generations that are knowledgeable and able to think critically and creatively. The new English language curriculum and assessment system in the country has integrated the higher-order thinking skills (HOTS) that is aimed to enhance the cognitive aspect of students in order to become creative, critical and reflective thinkers.
According to the current Malaysian English language assessment in the Ujian Penilaian Sekolah Rendah (UPSR), students are assessed on various language skills including vocabulary, grammar, reading comprehension and writing. Under reading comprehension component, students are required to answer ten multiple choice items based on a non-linear text and linear text (Malaysian Education Syndicate, 2008) . Therefore, a suitable reading comprehension assessment should be carefully designed and executed in achieving the objective.
For so many years, Bloom's Taxonomy has been a practical basis for assessment (Marzano & Kendall, 2007) thus helps teachers to match their exam questions with syllabus and learning objectives (Krathwohl, 2002) . The Bloom's Taxonomy's cognitive domains are arranged from simple to complex. They include six levels of knowledge, comprehension and application in the Lower Order Thinking Skills (LOTS). Analysis, synthesis and evaluation are placed under the HOTS that ranged from concrete to abstract mental processing abilities. The present study, therefore, was carried out to evaluate the HOTS items utilized in the English reading comprehension questions for Standard 6 in eight different states in the country.
The Malaysian Examination Syndicate (2008) has listed reading comprehension as one of the important components in language teaching and learning. Assessment items under this component are basically constructed based on certain expected learning outcome and comprehension skills listed in the syllabus. The teaching and learning of HOTS require specific methods such as proper instructional materials (Chingos & Whitehurst, 2012) , collaborative learning (Johansson, 2017 ) and a process of engagement, exploration, explanation, elaboration and evaluation (Mutrofin et al., 2016) .
The teaching and learning of this particular language component generally aim to develop students' abilities to understand, analyze and synthesize factual information given in various types of reading materials. This, however, cannot be achieved without proper planning and understanding of the basic concepts among teachers and exam setters. Abdul Rashid and Awang Hashim (2008:374) believe that "critical thinking is a form of western culture and that Asian students are unable to think critically because such practice is alien especially in Asian educational contexts and culture".
According to Vijayaratnam (2012) , the country needs 'thinking' students who can incessantly respond to the real-world demands. The main reason for this problem is the insufficient exposure and the scarcity of resources to adequately teach HOTS in Malaysian schools and higher learning institutions (Ravinder Singh, 2013) . There is a need for the Malaysian Examination Syndicate to construct various levels of assessment components under HOTS to be included in high-stakes examinations such as UPSR to cater to students' skills and abilities. Failing to do so, students with intermediate or low cognitive level will face difficulties in understanding, let alone answering the items; while the advanced ones will find the items too easy or not challenging at all. In addition, students basically come to class with different background knowledge and past experience and these somehow have shaped and determined their cognitive levels.
Despite many studies that have reported on the use of HOTS in teaching and learning, not much have been done on the English reading comprehension skills and assessments, especially involving the primary education system in Malaysia. Sean and Lee (2011) study, for instance evaluated the HOTS items used in the Malaysian University English Test (MUET). The present study, therefore, aims to: (i) evaluate the use of HOTS items in the English reading comprehension papers for Standard 6 in Malaysia and (ii) identify the specific skills demonstrated under HOTS category in English reading comprehension papers in Malaysia.
Reading comprehension items are used to measure readers' skills and ability to understand and interact with various types of reading materials. Comprehension is a creative and multifaceted process that underpins one's grasp of certain language skills. Proficient reading depends on the ability to comprehend information quickly and effortlessly. It is also determined by a student's cognitive development as some students learn through formal instructions whereas others acquired knowledge through early life exposure and experience.
Reading comprehension assessment is the most common type of published assessments (Reading Resources, 2009 ). The most common reading comprehension assessment involves asking students to understand a text and derive some explicit and detailed information pertaining to its content. Reading comprehension items come in various styles and strategies. For example, instead of explicit items about facts directly presented in the text, students might be asked to answer inferential items about information implied by the text. The items, however, are arranged appropriately according to their level of complexity.
Theoretical framework: Bloom's Taxonomy
Bloom's Taxonomy was established in 1956 to categorize the complexity of items according to certain cognitive skills and ability. The main purpose of this theory is to provide the right cognitive levels of questioning in the construction of test papers. The taxonomy is made of three parts; cognitive domain, effective domain and psychomotor domain. Bloom et al. (1956) proposed that the most important domain of all three would be the cognitive domain that involves the process of transferring information into knowledge. The present study, therefore, focuses only on the cognitive domain since it is very much related to the reading comprehension skills and assessment.
Cognitive domain involves the process of information as well as the development of thinking skills and abilities. It also includes the recognition of specific evidences and concepts that help develop one's intellectual abilities and skills. Cognitive domain consists of six levels starting from the lowest level that involves the retention of information and the ability to recall knowledge and ends at the highest level of thinking such as critical thinking and the ability to synthesize and evaluate. The first three levels, namely knowledge, comprehension and application are known as the LOTS while analysis, synthesis and evaluation are categorized as HOTS. Higher-order thinking is thinking that operates at the highest levels of cognitive processing.
Bloom's Taxonomy is the most widely accepted categorization of this sort in education and it can be seen as a range of thinking skills starting with the lower knowledge-level thinking to the evaluation-level of thinking. The taxonomy is a set of thinking skills that come in order. As an example, before learner achieves the analysis level, he/she also has to acquire the lower levels of knowledge, comprehension and application. Bloom's taxonomy helps to guide teachers in designing students' activities according to their cognitive abilities (Narayanan, 2015) . It helps teachers to contextualize the level of thinking skills involved in each lesson and assessment. Students need to understand and acquire the skills before they are assessed. Through the use of a variety of teaching techniques and approaches to encourage LOTS and HOTS, the student will start to implement the application, analysis, synthesis and evaluation of new knowledge.
In the teaching of the English language, the implementation of learning activities based on Bloom's taxonomy is also associated with other aspects such as multiple intelligences, critical thinking, problem solving skills and more recently language integration skills. The categorization and construction of exam items should begin from lower to higher-order thinking skills. This process starts with the knowledge to the comprehension level before reaching the highest level known as evaluation. The arrangement of questions should be made according to their level of difficulty. Most importantly, good exam questions are designed to test and measure students' multiple skills and levels of understanding (Hiu et al., 2006) . The following table demonstrates some basic keywords that are normally appeared in questions, based on the level of thinking skills: Several previous studies have indicated how HOTS can be integrated in reading comprehension lessons and assessments. Luebke and Lorie (2013) for instance, examined reading comprehension specifications involving both lower and higher-order thinking skills, using the LSAT Reading Comprehension Categories. This framework classifies reading comprehension questions (or items) into four categories: (1) Recognition, (2) Understanding and Analysis, (3) Inference, and (4) Application, Luebke and Lorie (2013) revealed that the cognitive level measured in LSAT Reading Comprehension can be useful on a general level, but not effective enough on an individual level. Ahmed et al. (2013) analyzed selected final exam questions in several high schools in Iran using Blooms's Taxonomy. Their findings indicate that all the exam questions designed for first and second-grade students are at the first three levels of the taxonomy, which are among the lowest order of thinking. One of the reasons was the use of multiple choice questions due to teachers' preferences for easy marking schemes and scoring procedures. Khorsand (2009) analyzed the cognitive level of questions used by a group of Iranian teachers in English reading comprehension tests. Khorsand (2009) found that more than 90% of the questions are categorized as belonging to the first two levels of the taxonomy. One of the reasons given by Khorsand would be the lack of awareness, knowledge, questioning skills and exposure among teachers as well as exam setters.
Methods
The present study employed a quantitative approach in order to identify the use of HOTS items in selected English reading comprehension examination for Standard 6 students in Malaysia. Altogether, 80 reading comprehension items were selected from eight English examination papers prepared for students in eight different states in Malaysia; Johor, Kedah, Pahang, Selangor, Kelantan, Terengganu, Kuala Lumpur and Negeri Sembilan. The items were quantitatively analysed using content analysis based on the HOTS aspects listed in Bloom's Taxonomy. Apart from that, the items were also analyzed based on a series of professional evaluations made by four content experts in the country who have been working as English language teachers for more than 15 years and have vast experience in setting up English language examination papers at the national level. The analysis of items is categorized into three parts. 
Findings
Firstly, out of 80 reading comprehension questions involved in the analysis, 64 questions were categorized as the lower-order thinking skill-questions (80%) and only 16 items (20%) were categorized as belonging to the higher-order thinking questions. Some samples of reading comprehension items in the examination papers that were evaluated and categorized under LOTS and HOTS are presented in Table 2 . The highest number of HOTS items, which were only three items (4%) were found in exam questions for students in Kedah and Negeri Sembilan whereas exam questions made for students in Selangor, Kelantan, Terengganu and Kuala Lumpur only contain two HOTS items. The findings of this study indicate a lack of HOTS items in the English language reading comprehension questions in most states in Malaysia. Al-Btoush (2012) believed that teachers resort to the basic levels of questions due to their lack of confidence in their students' ability to answer critical questions. Assessments that are prepared for students whose mother tongue is not English are normally easier than their expected level of knowledge and understanding due to teachers' low expectation towards students' capability and achievement. The items were analyzed and categorized as follows:
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(i) Nine (56%) items were categorized as belonging to the knowledge level.
(ii) Only two (13%) items were categorized as belonging to the analysis level.
(iii) Five (31%) items were categorized as belonging to the evaluation level.
Our analysis, however, did not find any questions that require students to synthesize and evaluate reading information. These two aspects were not tested in all Standard 6 English reading comprehension exam papers involved in this study. The next section discusses the categorization of subskills under the analysis, synthesis and evaluation levels. The sample of questions and assessed skills are presented in Table 5 . The above items are samples of reading comprehension questions categorized under certain subskills of HOTS. The question that seeks for an interpretation of idiom 'castles in the air' for instance, requires students to use their existing knowledge and understand English idioms based on certain contexts. Answers to questions about idioms and idiomatic expressions require an analysis thinking skill to recognize hidden meanings and contextualizing it based on readers' background knowledge. The above question, however, requires analytical thinking at a very superficial level. Open ended questions that require students to summarize or explain idioms would indicate a better application of knowledge and skills because instead of having students to simply remember (level one of Bloom's Taxonomy) the meaning of idioms, open ended question allows them to explain the phrases in their own words thus evaluating and contextualizing it to the given situation or phenomenon in the text (level five of Bloom's Taxonomy). Questions under this category (analysis) however, only appeared nine times in the entire data involved in this study.
We only found two items that require synthesis thinking skill, out of eight samples of questions (from eight different states in Malaysia). One of the items was given as sample in Table 4 . This question required students to know and understand the process of cleaning a wound and draw a conclusion by identifying the possible reason behind the procedure. The next question (derived from the same text) required students to identify the purpose of the woundhealing treatment. This question was categorized as 'evaluation' since it tests student's ability to compare several information given in the text, assess and choose the best option. Evaluation questions, however, appeared only five times in the entire database involved in this study. Table  6 and 7 indicate the overall number of items that are categorized under HOTS. 
Discussion
Firstly, the findings revealed an insufficient amount of HOTS questions in the English reading comprehension assessment for Standard 6 students in Malaysia. Out of 80 items involved in the analysis, only 16 items fall under the categorization of higher order thinking skill-questions. Exam setters need to take a serious consideration in having all the necessary skills when preparing examination papers in order to have a comprehensive and balanced assessment system. It is important for schools to have a teaching and learning model that facilitates students' higher order thinking skills in order to make them understand their own cognitive ability in making critical judgments and decisions; with assessment being part of the model. This is deemed important in enhancing individuals' learning performance and cognitive development (Donald, 2002; Perkins et al., 1993) . The right structure and components of assessment are also important in identifying the effectiveness of a teaching and learning model. Next, as one of the most important agents in the educational system who have direct access to students and responsible in organizing their learning experiences, teachers need to understand, practice and utilize HOTS (Barak & Dori, 2009 ) in order to deliver learning skills effectively. Azian et al. (2017) believed that Malaysian teachers need to get out of their comfort zone and shift from conventional to a modern way of developing content knowledge in order to promote and enhance critical thinking skills among students. This is in line with the Malaysia Education Blueprint, which states that the new focus of the Malaysian education system is not just on "the importance of knowledge, but also on the developing higher-order thinking skills " (2012:25) With only 16 questions from the total of 80 questions taken from eight sets of English papers distributed to level 6 students (the highest level of the Malaysian-primary school system) in eight different states in Malaysia, the findings revealed a minimum exposure of HOTS at this level of English language assessment. Lack of teaching and learning preparation might contribute to the failure of HOTS implementation in the classroom (Azian et al., 2017) . Al-Btoush (2012) believes that teachers who teach English as a second or foreign language normally want to make assessment less complicated for their students and resort to having lower order thinking skillquestions that will not require a lot of analysis, discussion and interpretation.
As the findings also did not indicate any question that tested on important subskills such as reasoning arguments, verifying the value of evidence and recognizing subjectivity, it is believed that these skills are not highly emphasized in teaching and learning thus testing them was not seen as important. Leaman and Flanagan (2013) believed that having impromptu activities such as role play followed by reflection-in-action will encourage various levels of critical thinking skills as these activities involve specific thinking activities among students such as analyzing, reasoning and synthesizing information before conducting discussions about their role play experience. Other teaching and learning activities that promote reasoning and verifying evidence would be problem-based learning and collaborative activities (Erduran & Msimanga, 2014) as well as prompting and questioning (King et al., 2012; Manzo & Manzo, 2013) .
It is important for language teachers to integrate HOTS in their teaching and learning practices in order to facilitate critical thinking process among students. Students will be able to understand and use language across variety of contexts and relate learning with their own language experience and this makes the learning more fun and effective. Porath (2014) believed that discussions pertaining to reading texts will be more effective when teachers "involve the student in creating a shared and dynamic understanding of the student's reading interests and processes" (Porath, 2014: 627) . Critical discussion that involves thinking out loud helps students to improve cognitive ability and enhance their performance on difficult tasks (Lupyan & Swingley, 2012) . Involving students in conversations about reading texts not only facilitate their learning but also help teachers to measure students' progress in specific reading skills and thinking abilities (Porath, 2014) .
Teachers play an important role in fostering the strategies and skills necessary for effective reading comprehension. Furthermore, the Malaysian Examination Board has also emphasized on having more questions that test students' HOTS in future national examinations thus integrating these skills and their subskills in language lessons are deemed important for students to succeed in their exams. Given the importance of reading comprehension as part of students' language learning assessment, it is vital for teachers to also understand the types of questions and prompts that should be provided to facilitate students' comprehension in reading using various types of texts and materials. Through this activity, teachers will be able to produce high reasoning abilities among students that will help them cope with other content subjects that require HOTS.
Conclusion
The findings of the present study have direct implication on teaching and learning practices in Malaysia. Firstly, the teaching and learning of HOTS in Malaysian primary schools should be improved, especially when questions in national exams such as UPSR and PT3 are designed to test students' ability in using these skills. This was mentioned in the Malaysian Education Blueprint (2013) (2014) (2015) (2016) (2017) (2018) (2019) (2020) (2021) (2022) (2023) (2024) (2025) that stated the following:
By 2016, higher-order thinking questions will comprise at least 40% of the questions in UPSR and 50% in SPM. This change in examination design means the teachers will focus less on predicting what topics and questions will come out and drilling for content recall. Instead, students will be trained to think critically and to apply their knowledge in different settings. Similarly, school-based assessments will also shift their focus to testing for higher-order thinking skills.
This transformation in testing and evaluation design means that teachers will have to put less emphasis on the topics that will come out in the exam and focus more on helping students to demonstrate their understanding of key concepts and complex ideas. Not only that, to make sure that all students master the English language, the Ministry of Education will also make it compulsory for them to pass the SPM English paper in order to get the certificate. However, the new policy may not be as good as it sounds if sufficient training and preparation are not provided to teachers; the change agents who are directly responsible in the process of teaching and learning in schools. The question is whether teachers are fully prepared and most importantly, have received a sufficient amount of training before the implementation of such policy. It is very important for teachers to receive effective training programs in order to succeed in doing their job. Previous studies found that the most crucial factor contributing to a student's success in education is the quality of teaching (Mizwell, 2010) and this is achieved through comprehensive training activities and workshops.
Based on the limited number of higher-order thinking questions given in almost all reading comprehension papers observed in this study, the findings implied a limited exposure of this particular aspect among language teachers in Malaysian schools. According to Azian et al. (2017) , teachers in Malaysia are basically aware of the need to include HOTS in their teaching and learning activities, but are not able to do so due to their uncertainty of how to go about it.
Most of them were uncertain on how to plan, implement and assess HOTS in the classrooms, for example, in terms of developing individual student's potential with HOTS and evaluating students' HOTS improvement. In fact, based on their self-reflection on HOTS teaching practices, it is evident that the L2 teachers did not routinely emphasize on HOTS during lessons. (Azian et al., 2017: 71) . Johnson (1991) and Riley (1978) emphasized on the effective teacher training as a fundamental aspect of language testing and evaluation practices. Teachers should be encouraged to attend seminars and specific courses designed to enhance their understanding and ability to teach and assess HOTS in a systematic manner.
Next, the current innovation in education has integrated various technology-based teaching and learning approaches that are beneficial in many different aspects of learning. It is not possible for teachers to measure every student's ability, thinking skills, and performance using the same traditional approaches available in old textbooks and teaching materials. With the increasing number of new tools and technologies, teachers should learn and benefit from these new teaching instructions led by technology to develop and enhance students' HOTS and abilities in their classrooms. Traditional teaching approaches can be integrated with new teaching practices, enabling teachers and students to become better equipped for the technologicallyoriented world around us. Not only teachers and educators at all levels of educational institutions need to familiarize and update themselves with the current needs and changes, it is also important for them to observe and utilize as many innovative methods as possible. One current study found that ESL teachers encounter various challenges in facilitating the learning process with the integration of ICT as a supplementary tool in promoting higher-order thinking skills (Ganapathy et al., 2017) . Future research could look into some possible ways of enhancing HOTS in language classroom using technology-based teaching and learning methods.
It is hoped that the present study serves as a starting point for teachers to evaluate and improve their teaching strategies in enhancing HOTS in their students. Higher-order thinking is identified as one of the main 21 st century components as it takes thinking to a whole new level. It is important for our students to be able to use strategic and complex ways of thinking in order to become great future leaders and thinkers.
